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^ Speech' communicators neea;_^ to return to applied- 

research, developing theoretical 'statements about how grqups iight 
work better and testing th'6/ validity of thdse Statements. Among .'the 
tasks that group communication researchers might take-up ?re ; 
determining the range of applicability of generalizations concerning 
different 'kinds of groups, studying the factors that increase or 
decrease the probability that a minx)ri-tfy will accept majority ^ 
opinion, studying, creative" groups to- determine the range. of 
generalizability for current theoretical statements, and. questioning 
category systems currently , in use.; They might also, manipulate factors 
that are used to distinguish groups to see whether manipulating ,;those 
f actors alters the probabilities- of outcomes in predictable ways, ' 
look at how groups have learned from their past successes oi^ 
failures, at'tempt to perceive, and specif y the underlying rules^ that 
see.m to govern , the discourse ^f rule-governed' groups, and see hoy 
, iflformation 'processing/leads to impression formation of others in the 
'group and' how thi^t,impression affects one's behaVior..toward .each of ; 
the others, (°TJ) , ■ 



♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦*♦-♦*».♦♦?* '^♦♦♦♦^♦♦♦.♦♦♦^ ♦♦*♦♦♦♦♦ *^ 

* Reproductions supplied by EDil are the best that cftn be made ♦ 

* ♦ > • ' from the original document. , * 



••PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS 
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BV|^ 

: Samuel L- Becker - 



TO THE EDUCATIONAL, RESOUBCeS 
INFORMATION CENTER {ERIC) AND 
USERS OF THE ERIC SYSTEM." 



'THIS- OQC^^EtfT AaS Bee^i^^^EPRQ' 



^ ^ ■ ^ . " THIS- oqCUMeWT ^AS Bee^i^REPRQ- 

Directions of Small- Group' Research for vtlie,-. 1980' s tiii%%n^i'^^^iH^i'>^Tu%:^^^^^^ 

. , V • V \ AViNG.pr POi.ph'S OF VIEWOR OPINJONS 



Samuel L. Becker 
University of Iowa 
> Novesmber 1978 



SENTOFFl^AL^THifjALlNSTITUTE-Of^ 
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. Marshall McLuhan once commerited that he was especiSliy welV&v . . 
qualified to perceive the effects of the highly developed cotirourii- If^^^''--^"- 
cation systems in the Onited States because he was observing these ■ 
phenomena from outside,' fron) the safe- arid relatively undeveloped 

■• ■ : ■■ • - • ■ ' ' . i. ' ■ ■ : 

confines of Canada. By this criterion, I am especially well qualHfied^ ^ 
to CTOmment on the state of small 'group research ahd the directions it 
should take since I am not involved in sucS^esearch and so can spe.ak ' ' 
from the relatively safe confines of my undeveloped state. , -*v 

I wish that I were as sanguine as McLuhan about the advan^ges of . 
observing and prophesying from- such a'pristine state. It is certainly 
easier to criticize the research of others and to lay what kinds of 
research ought to be done than it Is to do the research, but the hazards 
of naivete are great. I do not even have the advantage that I had in 
1970 of having reviewed a good flood of manuscripts about small group 
research that had been submitted to Speech Monographs for publication 
Therefore, . I offer these consents today witj As my 

friend McLuhan would say, these are "probes," intended to stimulate 
thought and debate and, I hope, some fruitful research. ' 

. One of the most Important developments in the social sciences 
that we have seen In many years'is the growth of policy research, 
applying the theory and research methods of a field to major public 
policy questions arid testing one's general izkions in the public world. 



' ♦ I. 



1} '■■ ■.y' 



that is Where ^we. came from,, ^j^' this "trend i£>thfer fietd^^ o^^^ * 

> / ^t the time ^that we had" iTiov.ed.1argp1X.dway from> slich' a 

v-;^ ^ ", ■'^■ir'ri^ ' il^^/--/- ' ",v'-!.;,.: ■'-..•-. 5/ 

,. . in order to be'more ''kientific^''^^^ (^^ 1s floi;,ufil^ife^o^^^ ' ; 

-r'^)^ ,,, J ■ < .V ' • :r':"^'* ' 
■ . ^f^pie-vtefm Vhetoric" jus^ before the vti me that t) the ri fields 7began' to 

- :/ 'v ; ■ - ■ '.^ ■ - -'^^ ,/v . -i' 

, , sfee Tts vali^s and to give ;t ^great currency. Ji;^^ wo.urd^s 
/ . ;n^rf to iTipve ?fe^ck :ih tH^ di^ectidri.. This tens; foLme, developing 

not. the sons of prescriptive"' theories of groiip processes that dpmina.tid' 
the:s|eech' Tiferature in> th^;4;hi^ties and" forties,, but r^ather (1 ) deVel1)ping 
/ theoretical s|atfents*hbt 'simply about how groyps work, but how they , 

might^ybr|^J^eUet\ and validity of those theoretical ' stater 

;,,rnenti,by gettl,ng^ ^V^^ groups in the ctrfhmunity to adopt . ' - 

\*hem>to see whp*th€r, 4n /-fact, ^^t^^ are" improved. ' • 

< For eicample^/ohe^ '^^^ of; research that needs doing is that whicH ' 

"helps us'lo set 'policy, regarding t^e electoral system; for ci#664Jrlcils\ * 
J^iere are dfVpiites in coijmunijties throughout the United sStates today 
concerning the ^luestion of whether city counqtls operate ;#etter'^ or v^^^^^ 
responsibly'^ whU: -members .,of the council are elected by Wards Or^ precincts, 
so that each meijfcer has a pBrticular and different constituency or -whet^^ 
thfey,operate "b^tterror'^'more responsibly'' when alf ar? elected >t Varg& • 
To date, as far Ls I have been! able to determine! al^' of lfhe.(}ebat=e on this' ' 
'question has beeL done on the tjiasis of 'bWses ■ and assumptions,.. I have 
• heard noone cite empi rical data or siflal 1 group research"" to support a 

,^s Is Ae cause noon'e. has relevant' data or theory. 



: cjlaim. I suspect 
. ,■• A relatfed di 



spute, alao involviftg city- governments, is o^€ 



fe for which 



,We may have some relevant, de^ta-, and theory al ready. This dispute concerns 
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whither a mayor shoul d be elected by^ the oth^r members of the city counctl 
of the community, so that there is *no special allegiance to the counctl. V 
The question is which type of mayor works better ' wi th the group of ' counci 1 ' ■ 

. ' , . .. , . ' •'. . , . ■ 

members for the best interests of the city. I don' t know whether our ""t / -;; 
work on 1 eadership can provide gui dance for the resolution of this question?" 
At th^-minynum, we' need some thorough analysis of those -data that we have, 
and probably some further testing, to: det^ine their validity for this 
particular type of situati on. /\ % 

One difficulty with policy resear^ch, of course j .is that it requires \ 
each of us to determine which way is 'up, a more problematic task thah may- 
be immediately 'apparent. For, this task, we must make salient to ourselVes. 
and others the value systems— the , ideologies— that control our perceptions 
of which goals for a type of group,, such as a city Gbpcil, are desirable - 
and which are undesirable. This sort of admissioh/ of one's value system,, 
tO; either self or others, traditionally has been /can's idered contrary to , ' 
scientific objectivity. Some contemporary observers argue that much of our 
past research is flawed because of our adherenGe to this tradition. Th'at^ 
may or may not be the case. However, it will be a flaw— in my op jni on— 
If we try to maintain that traditional stance when we are doing policy 



research. ^ 



Based- on the Cragan-Wright report and my more direct but limited study 
of the literature, I belieye that group communication s^cholars have neglected 
some important dependent variables. For example, ,in much of our research we 

. ■■■'■■} ' ■ 

looked at igroups whose task was the solutix)n of' a mathematical or logical 
problem, so we had a clear criterion of "succes's." For the' tasks that 

1 ■ - ■ :• ■ 

most group^ face, though, the criteria of .sueces-s are far, less clear,, and 



i ■ 4 .'^^^^ .whatever we' have foMpd ptit abodil'' 

^^^^^f^^^^?^;^^^^^^ soWr/ig matfiem&tical 

)| #\ °^ logical probl ems liot|r for jol ying thjese other l^pes of problems. I " 
/■?Sr L w^M^d; sug^e^t t^iat ori,e'Of ourrtasks" in the next decade or twa cS research 

■>^|iy.r- vr ■■■ '.i ■;■ t ^ ' ' ''^^ W. ■ '■ ■ , ' • ■■■■ .'«^ 

V " V^HSt ihy^ range^of such generali- ' 

-v-rr- '')• ^ "''Oi^^ > ■'-I' \ ' -' ' ^' ^' 

/ ^^*^9".*> Kn^ tQ"^ taiks , that, fS(l:1 beyortd »tlia.t rdnge, developing other and- . 

'X^^ ''r 'r' ' ^^ ; 

^ : ^ '^-^^^ 5; , ' 

f ; %v'j^ii ••'t^ have ai|so^l poked ^t sbnie df the factors J:hat Increase the preBa^ 



'J 
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•bi^ily of ^ group ac Consenstis, but a^Marge percentage tff groups 

T»^ver;;aetHeye.jl^^ert^ it;is simply majority, opinion that prevafiis. ^ - 

• Hence V i|gle6m$ jg^ study -the, factors in g^oup communiT , 

cation that increase bn.decrease the probability -that the minority jWili. 
acGep,t:v, majority opinion and those who dtsa'gre? with the TTiajority p 

•vit;i1 maintain '^ood rel^tlohs^'etc. These goals are Important fbr any ; V 
continuiitg grp'up,: such as city councils, boards pf superviSers, and boards,' 
pf educatiPn. . Fbr such groups' tli^re are also Pther gpals ^related to ■ ^ 
cqnrauni.Qftion which we have- not. con our research. ■ ^ ;^ 

Anpthet type of group with cjuite, a different sort of goal that grdup' > 
cpmmumcation scholars have not Investigated, so far as I know, is the so- ' 
called "creative group''r-the grpue. char^^ with the^ Greation pf an advertisiYig 

■campaign, a television pj^p^am, a theatrical p_rpducti!|i|i-. Increasingly, these 

" ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■' ■ ■■ ■■■■ V \. , ■ .V- ■ , ' ' ' '■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 

are group >ef forts and the prpduct<r;are the outgrpwth of discussion* among 

^ '"^v^ ' ■■ ■ •.' ■ ■ ■■ ■■ ■ ■■ •■ . ' - .'■-V- , y '' ' ■ ^ ■ ■ 

the members )of the group. It may be worthwhi|jB to study s^pme" of these 

groups to detennine the r^nge pf general izability^^^f^^^^ theoretical , state- 

ments that we now have and thpse .developed in the future. For exaFnple, do we ■ 

have^geheralizatf oris developed on the basis of labpratory bra irr-s terming 

^groups that are vali;d fOr^^^^t^^ of creative groups or for any sub-set 

of them? : ■ V:S^'f:'Py' ' z- '. \ ■ ■ ' ■ ■ ^ 



' '1/ 



^systems used 



- / . . . 



< whether the-kirids of category 

, , ,jn desftrlb^^ are adequate: "zero his "non'-zero history," 

''task-oriented i" ''pnPl)lem-sblying,A ^'informal.,'' "encounter" "consciousness- 

. raising," etc When we consider the sorts bf groups Whose' operations we 

••■ ■ ' ■ ■, ■ ■ V ' ' .', ■ 7 ■ , . . 

• . might want to imp rove, we can see the inadequacy of those /categories for 

, they.give no^basis for determining whether to categorize a county ' 
board of. suFJerVtse^^ with a facu-lty committee charged witH revising some 
.' university policy,, or whether to categorize either one y^jth a chapter of 
the Leaguei: of Wbmen Voters deciding whether to endorse particular 
' vPf^^^Hf^VP°^^*^?" '^''c^ Si^uP' of political aides decYdiiig on a campaign 
theme. Even when these various kinds of groups are^engaged in similar 
sorts ofi;tasksv deciding on wha^^^^ take on, the rights of homo- 

sexual V^feacheif's.is^^^^ in the same way for 

purpose^ of gen^ their, communication behaviors and the out- 

cdmes of thWe bejiaviors? This is both a pn^ceptual andean empirical 
questibn to which I believe scholars in our fieTd must give some attention. 
_It may be worth eitplorih^ the fruitfulness of clefining groups in terms of 
the perceptions of group members about their individual and collective '° 
roles in carrying out anjf_ particular task. 

Many, of t'he generalizations that we now ?haye about factors that 
„■''■' ' ' ° ' ■' ■ ' ' 

distinguish groups that v^try in desired outcomes need to be tested to see 

• ' ■' ■ ■ 

whether man|pula$ing;:i.those^^ 1|i various types of groups alters the 

probabilities-'of those outcomes in a p way. For example, iVwe^ 

successfully encourage niembers of a city council or a League of Women 

Voters discussion group \;to use mbne orfentati on statements of the type 

that Gouran found distinguished between grbups -that did and did not achieve 
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. ■ , . / . . ■ ■ . • ^ ■ i-.'-/-e 

■, ^ . ' . ^^-^ • ■• ■ ■ ■ ■ ■. ■ 

. consensus, wilV we increase the pirobability that the members of each of ' : 
V .these groups, will reach agreement or that they will reach it more rapidly? 

In doing suc|i testing, field and laboratory studies of group cbninuni- 

' - I ■ ■■ ■ ■ • ^ ■ ■■ .. ,. ■ i, . ■ ''' 

, Ication need: tQ; be better cbordina ted than 'they have "beeny with^^ 

. definitions of concepts .and other methods sufficiently analogous iha/the" 
studies in one setting provide adequate tests Of the findings afid • ' 
generalizations .from ^e other.. " * ., ' 

. We h^ve talked about zero-history vs non-zero-hist<iry group§,-but.for/ 

the latter type of group, I wonder whether inyoriq h^as. looked jit 'the kind of . 
history t.he group has had— e.g. , the way in which it has .learned from past 
. • successes or failures, or the patterfi of successes or failures 'that it has 
had? Learning theory suggests that this pattern has an itfiportant effect 
on subsequent communication behaviors of the group members. This possi- 
bility ought to' be examined. 

-There are some interesfirtg and potentially useful theoreticail approaches 
or ways of thinking about communication' yiat are being tried in iffterpersdnal ^ 
communication studies today that should lie considered by some of the small 
group scholars. One. is the so-called rules .approach. It occurs to me that 
if we consider the discourse that occurs when a small group is interacting 
as rule-governed behavior, and attempt to perceive and specif^ the under- 
lyiag rules which seem so govern -that discourse, we may gain some fresh - 
insights into the process of discussion and some ideas about how that 
process might be improved. For example, are there generally understood 
rules 'that cue members to the point at which differences 6f opinion have 
been adequately aired so that a Vote can be taken? Or are there rules for 
changing the topic of discussion or the ^)articular issue or argument, be:i,ng 
considered which have ^ high probability of not alienating the other members " 
• of the group? • ^ ,S 



Our i/seful understandings of iroup communicaVion might be aided 
by adopting *some of the approaches W the information prbcessing scholars. | , 
We mig^it look, for example, at the processes by which individuals in a 
group process information from other members— both verbal and nonverbal-- 

• ■ , ' ' ' ■ ■ . ' 

about the topics being discussed. Here again, our goal should be to dis- 
cover ways to make such processing more effective. We need to be concerned 
also with the information processing which leads to .impression formation 
of others in the groQp and the effects of that .impression formation on one's 
behaviors towaV'd each of the others. ^ 

What t have tried to suggest in these brief remarks are iihr^e' directions 
which I believe small group communication scholars need to take: 
^ 1) Since it appears that we have attempted to develtffi^^^^ 

laws .that cover a wide range of groups too soon, We should 
shift our attention to the development of la^ys of narrower 
scope, with clear specification of^ the range of their ' ' 
general i zabnl ity . I am not certai n what the^^rtt^^^^ 
defining characteristics of this range (Jright to be, bTit I 
suspect that, among other things, they include the type 
of group, its goals, and whether the grOup fs a temporary \ ' 
one organized for a single task or a oerm^oent one that S 
copes with aavariety of tasks. 
2)[ We need to develop such general laws or theoretical state-^^^^^^^J^^^^^^ -^ 
nients that will be useful outside as well ^^|)side the; ; 
laboratory— that will be fruitful for improving the ^^^ f^^^^^^^ 
operation of these groups in our society. This meaiis'" 
that we must study the communication of a wider range . 



Of grbups and with a wider r^ange of det)6nd^ measures i 
dependent, nilBasur^s that relate cTosel^; jio the varipus 
important goa/ls of such^grpups. j : » C ; 
We ought to ekpl ore some otrthe; $tra concepts 
being exploited' in other kinds o^^^^^^^^ 
such ,c^s the rule§ approach , tnforinfl,t^^^^^^^ 
polity research— to see wheiHer /they can; add to our use- 
ful understanding of the roles and pbte^^ 
communi cation in the operation of sniail groups 

, • ' * .• ■- ' ■ , .' ■ •" 

i .'! . ■ • ■ ■ "* ^ ■ . 

' ■ . / . _ . ■ ■ '..^ ■ . . ^ 




f : 



FOOTNOTES 



U The Study by Eva M. McMah^n 6n "Nctnyfe^^bi^ 

of Attribution in Ifiipm si on Formation" suggests at least, orre^^if the ways " ^ 
,ifi which such research mi;g|it be done. Sge Gommunie^tion Monbgraphs . 43 ^ : f ^ 
(1976), 287-294. ' / : •■ • ; , '■. W . . ■: '..:^-:?^. vX ^ 
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